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EARLY CHILD CARE AND EDUCATION, ITALIAN STYLE:
THE_REGG!O EMILIA DAYCARE AND PRESCHOOL PROGRAM

Who knows what’s best for chllidren - thelr parents or their
teachers? Does good daycare compete with a chlild’s tles to
her famlily? To what extent can chlld care programs reflect
community norms and cultural values?

For the past 25 years, these questions have been part
of on-going discussions between parents, educators, chiid
deveiopment speclialists and other members of the commun-§ty
of Regglo Emiiia, italy. As a resuit, Regglo Emilia now
has one of the most renown exampies of commun i ty-supported
child care systems in the Western worid.

As lllustrated by the exhibltion (The Hundred Languages

of Children) currentiy traveling throughout the U.S., this

municipal early chiidhood program incorporates high quality
daycare (beginning iIn Infancy and continuing through age
filve) with a carefully articulated phliiosophy of eéucatlon
which Includes a constructivist perspective on child
develiopment. in the preschool cilassrooms, the curricuium
exemplifies a thematic or project approach to iearning for
both chiidren and tesack--s. Parents and teachers are
mutually invoived iIn the ovserving and evaluation of their
chiidren’s growth and deveiopment.

Before describing the program in greater dectail, a
brief jook at the history of the Reggio Emilia program is
necessary to set the context for the discussion. The town

of Reggio Emiila Is located a short drive north of Bologna,
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in the region of Emilia-Romagna. This weaithy northern
itallan region of 4 mifiion Inhabltants Is well known for
its high level of agricuiltural and iIndustrial productivity
as well as for iIts cultural contributions to the history of
itaitan art and architecture. Child weifare ir major
priority of Regglo Emilia’s well-subsidized soclial services
(Rankin, 1985). The emphasis on the welli-being of chiidren
Is clearly refiected In the communlity'’s response to child
care needs of contemporary famitiies following Worid war i1.
Well In advance of the 1968 national law that established
the funding of pubiic preschoois for ali 3- to 6-year-oid
itaiian chiidren, parents in the town of Regglo Emiila
established the first pubiic preschoolis. Today, Reggio
Emilla has 22 community preschools and 13 Infant/toddier
centers, serving, respectively, 47% of all 3~ to 6-year-old
children, and 37% of those up to the age of three.

As a resuit of a fortuitous set of clrcumstances -
inciuding the continuity of involvement (for many, over 25
years) on the part of a particularly creative and dedicated
team of professionals, In combination with contlnued

municipal and regional support (in spite of a constantiy

age

1 Today, 95% of ail preschool aged chiidren in Regglo Emiila
attend some form of preschool, while 42% of chilidren under the

of three attend infant/toddler daycare (Center

Educational Research, 1989).

or
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shifting poiitical scene throughout the rest of icaly) -

parents, teachers, and other members of the Regglo Emilla
communlty have worked together to create a unique and
exclting preschooi and infant/toddier daycare program that
chalienges notlons of potentially adverse effects of out-
of~-home care for young chitdren.

Numerous aspects of the Regglo Project are Intriguing
to educators In the U.S., not the least of which Is the
levei of communlty support for, and Invoivement with, the
provision of quality programs for alil children. Whlie we
continue to ponder the ways and means of reaching such a
level of consensus and support here in the U.S., o*her
features of the Regglo Emllla program may prove more
immed!ately useful In our own efforts to provide hilgh
quality early chlldhbod programs. Three such features to
be discussed In this article reflect Itailan cultural
values, yet are also provocative in thelr Implicatlons for
Improved strategles to meet our own goals: the high level
of exchange between famiiles and schoois: the predomlinance
of aesthetic conslderatlions throughout the schools; and the
Importance of the physlical environment and the use of

cliassroom space In meeting curriculum goals.
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Schoo! as a community of exchange. The Regglo Emilia
project refiects a long-standing commitment to cooperat!ve
and supportive home/school reiationships that advocates a
partnership rather than an adversarial reiationship between
parents and teachers. Strategies of separating teachers
and parents from one another have been replaced by an
advocacy for active participation on the parts not only of
famllies of chiidren enrolied In the program, but community
members as well.

Because the Isolatlion of teachers and parents from one
another was seen as a hindrance to professional and family
deveiopment, formal and Informal strategies evoived to
establish a rich community of exchange. Each school has a
Parent-Teacher Board made up of elected representatives cf
staff, parents, and citizens. The Board, which Includes
from 13 to 51 members depending on school slize, works
together on probiems specific to their schoo!. One person

from each Board Is elected ¢or membership to La Consuita, a

commlttee which represents a synthesis of the Individual

school committees. inciuded as members of La Consuita are

representatives from the Directorial staff, town councii

and the iocal Department of Education. This group asserts

I significant influence over iocal government decision-
making, In addition %o presenting schooi-retated concerns.

|

|

|

|
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The home/schoo. partnershlip Is facliltated and

reinforced by a shared understanding of the actual role and

potentlal of ncn-famlllal chlld care. Contrary to how |t
Is percelved by many In the U.S., daycare In Reggle Emilla
Is not seen as an Issue of maternal substltutlion. Teachers
acknowledge the critlical role of both parents, while
emphaslzing that the child Is a2!so capable, at a very young
age, of developing other relatlionships. Concerns of both
parents and teachers are that those relationshins be of
good quality, with the stabli!ty provided by continulty and
coilaboration. This Jjolnt understanding, reached after
lengthy dliscussion between parents and teachers, has been
descrfbed as Instrumental In fostering a posltlive rather
than competlitive relationship among these adults. The
Issue for users and providers of daycare In Regglo Emllia

Is seen, therefore, as one of how to use other adults and

chlidren as resources for the chiid and the famlly.2

The process of Involving parents In the program |s
Inltlated as soon as a chlld Is enro!led. Parents are
asked to share Information about thelr child, particuiarly

wlth respect to dalily routlnes and sleeplng znd eatlng

2 Unless speclfled otherwise, Information on the Regglo
Enmllla program Is based on continuing dlalogue with teachers and
administrators of Regglo Emilla, Including but not Iimited to

Lorls Malaguzzl, Sergl¢ Spaggiari, and Tlziana FllIplni.
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preferences. Parents are also urged to stay In the
classroom for the flrst few weeks of school, untll +%he

chlld remalns easlly wlthout a famlly member. When the
parents leave thelr chlldren at the school, they are
Invited to return often. Typlcally, Inltlal concerns
center around whether or not the chlld Is happy, and Is
eatilng and sleepling well. However, as parents galn
confldence In the teachers’' collectlive ablllty to care for
thelr child's custodlal needs, other types of experlences
begin to assume greater Importance. Teachers routlnely
polint out highllights of the chllid's day, and parents soon
come to appreclate the fact that the nldo s provides
opportunlitles for growth and development that comp | ement:
that of the famlly.4 The changlng nature of parentail
concerns contributes to the Increased level of Involvement
that develops as parents and teachers work together. Thls
Inltlatlon Into the Regglo Emlila program sets the tone for

subsequent sustalned dlalogue among and between parents and

S nido me=ns “nest" and |Is used throughout ltaly as a term
for daycare.

4 As a result of the growlng awareness that hlgh quallty
chlld care can play a vital role In the |lves of even very young
chlldren, almost 40% of infants and toddlers In the 0-3 age range
are enrolled In the Regglo Emllla asllo nldl (Infant daycare
centers), compared with less than 10% elsewhare In ltaly (Tlzlana
Flllplni, personai communlicatlion, June 12, 1989).
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teachers, with the understanding that no one has a monopoly
on what Is best for the chlldren.5

Besldes articulating, at the onset, the strong deslire
for parental Involvement, how else do the Regglo Emilla
schools foster thls partnership? A number of practlices
observed durlng vislts to Regglo Emllla serve to relnforce
the complementary roles of parents and teachers.

One organlzatlonal feature that contributes to the
long-term Involvement of parents Is the practlce of keeplng
the 'same group of chlldren and teachers together for a
three-year perlod. Those chlldren who beglin as Infants
wlil remaln together throughout the flrst three years at

the asllo nldo. Followlng the third blirthday, these

chlldren will move Into the preschool program, where they
wlll agaln remain togeiher for a three yvear perlod, albelt
In different classrooms wlth dlfferent teachers.® Thls
practice pyvovides a degree of contlnulty and famillarlty
that enables more effectlve parent/teacher, teacher/chlld
and chlld/chlid relatlonships. Parents also have the
opportunlty to develop among themselves a large and stable

network of famllles of young chlldren. The strength of

12

5Serglo Spagglarl, personal communlcatlon, June 16, 1987.

6

the school art teacher, the cook, and auxlllary staff.

Each classroom of chlldren, whille varylng In number from
Infants to 25 preschoolers, has two teachers In addltlon to
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this network I|s apparent In the subsequent leve! of parent
cooperati{on and particlipation In projects relating to their
child’s classroom. Fleld trips, for example, become major
soclal events for the adults as well as the chlldren.’

Issues of contlnulty and famlllarlty are also dealt
wlith Immedlately upon enroliment. One strategy used In the
Infant/toddler classrooms Is the creatlon of Indlividual
slgns for dlisplay over an Infant’'s crlb which descrlibe the
child’'s bedtime routlne. (insert photo 1 about here.)
Thls Information, provided Inltlally by parents and then
supplemented by teachers, enables a vital contlnulty
betwesn home and school and reflects the bellef In a
collectlve approach to meeting chlldren’'s needs.

A sense of shared responsliblllty for each chlid's well-
belng Is further relnforced by a simple method of record
keeplng. Ur n entry to a classroom, a speclal notebook Is
created for eacnh chlld. Thls notebook wil]l eventually be

fllled wlith observatlions, photographs, and anecdota!

records provided by famlly members as well as school
personnel. (insert photo 2 about here.) In addltlon to
7 During a recent visit to Regglo Emlilla | was Invited to

bring my famlly to Joln In a fleld trip with a preschool
classroom that was studylng outer space. The agenda Included a
dinner stop at a local plzr=rla, fol lowed by a late night visit
to the smali observatory .everal mlles outslide of town. 50
parents, 25 chlldren, 2 classroom teachers, 1 art teacher, the
school custodlan and the cook participated In the fleld trip.

10
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noting the attalnment of standard developmental mllestones,
the chlld’s soclal relatlonships and creatlve efforts will
be mon!tored and recorded. When approbpriate, examples of
chlldren’s work are Included In the notebook. These
notebooks are added co throughout the year, and by the time
a chlld leaves the preschoo! for formal publlc school Ing,
the number of volumes may number as many as three or four. ©

Other means of communlicatlon between school personnel
and parents Include meetings with the cook to share
favorite famlly and school reclpes; and the contlnuatlion
of school projects at home, even during vacatlons. The
presence of carefully desligned posters throughout the
school also serves to keep famllles Informed of and
Interested In school activitlies. These attractlve displays
contaln -descriptions of on-golng curriculum and research
projects; examples of chllidren's work, Including thelr
comments regarding thelr own efforts; and blographical
Informatlion about the school staff. (lnsert photo 3 here).

In fact, the use of visual dlsplays throughout the

classrooms, halls, and entrances |s one of the most sallent

8 One teacher noted three dlstinct purposes of the
notebooks: to serve as a method of communication betweun parents
and teachers, to document the chlld’'s progress relatlve to other
children, and to provide evidence to the ch!ld of the Importance
attributed to thls period of hlis/her ilfe (Carllna Rlnald!,
personal communicatlon, June 13, 1939).

Q 1]_
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features of the ReyJgglo Emllia schools. Such dlisplays not
only serve as forms of communicatlon between parents,
teachers, anu chlldren, but they reflect another common
element of the program: the role of art and aesthetlics.
The Importance of art and aesthetics. Visitors to the
Reggic Emllla program are Immedlately struck by the
visuaily stimulating nature of the preschool and
Infant/toddler classrooms. While the furnlishlings are of
good quallty, what Is astonlshing about the appearance of
the schools and classrooms !s not the result of a hlgher-
than-average budget for equlipment and furnlture. lnstead,
what one sees Includes the work of ch!ldren {drawings,
palntings, sculptuies) and thelr teachers (photographs and.
displays of on-golng projects), often displayed In a manner
to convey the process through which chl'!dren have expiored
a current problem or project.

There 1Is more to see, however, than evidence of

chlldren’'s thinkling. Everywhere you turn, there is
somethling to ponder. Art supplles, Including palnts and
clay as well as recycled or naturally found materlals

(leaves, bo.tle caps, fabric sC "aps, corrugated cardboard)
are carefully arranged on shelves within chlldren’s reach.
Arrangements of found objects, Including flower petals and

plastic bags filled with "memorles" from fleld trips, are

12




Reggio Emiila 11

carefully put on display in a manner which draws att¢ention
to the Importance a chlld attributes to the oblects, and
also to the aesthetic qualities (shape, texture, color) of
the objects themselves (Gandini, 1984). This attentlion to
aesthetlcs extends beyond the classroom walils. Lunchrooms
ook more 1lke restaurants. Even the menu Is a carefully
arranged dlsplay of color photographic close-ups of the
foods to be served that day, Inviting children to comment
on the shape of the pasta or the color of a vegetabie.
(insert photos 4, 5, 6 & 7 here.)

Clearly, art education in Regglio Emlila Is more than
providing paint and an easel. It Includes the creation of
opportunities which draw attention to unique aspects of the
environment while making the normal of everyday more
appealing. The emphasis on aesthetics and the visual arts
fosters a genuine art appreciation, and |Is expanded,
through a constructivist curricuium, as a form of
exploration as well as expression. An art teacher works
aleng with the classroom teacher on children’s various
projects, facliliitating the Integration of the arts into the
curriculum (Gandinl & Edwards, 1989).

As the children of Regglo Emilla receive an education
In visual perceptlion, they experience thelr cultural

heritage as well. There Is a strong and obvious continulty

i3
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between the visually stimuiating classrooms and the
presence of aesthetlically pieasing Imagery (stately rows of
cypress trees, the quiit-like patterning of gardens, and
careful arrangements of produce) In the surrounding itailan
landscape. The potential! of the environment to contrlbute
to these and other pedagogical concerns is another
distinguishing feature of the program.

“Space Is our third teacher."9

When discussing the issue
of space, teachers refer not just to the physical piant,
but to the social environment as well. The Reggio Emiiia
schoois have been plianned, equipped and arranged to reflect
a major program goal: the faciiitation of soclial exchanges
among and between adults and chl]dren. Each classroom
Includes a large central area where all chllidren and
teachers can meet, smaiier work spaces, and a “"minl
ateller" (small art room) where children can work on long-
term projects. Ciassrooms are equipped with at least one
rocking chair as well as other fulli-scale furniture,
thereby making adults feel comfortable while evoking Images
of home for chlldren.

These concerns ior the psychological significance of
space are aiso apparent outside each classroom. Each school

has rooms In which parents can meet and fami!les can

° Tizlana Fillipinil, personal communication, June 12, 1989
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gather. Ciassrooms are typically arranged around an open
centrai area, which serves to connect each Individual
classroom to the entire school. This space, through which
adults and chilidren must pass throughout the day, Is
considered equal in Importance to the town plazza. Other
paralieis to community Iife are apparent through the use of
gardens and courtyards as ways to extend the classroom.
Although many architectural decisions evolved over the
years as a resuit of trial and error, one early declsion
which has remained in force was to keep bathrooms and the
kitchen close to the classrooms. Because of the belief In
the Importance of daiily routines to chiidren, the decision
was made to treat the two utillity rooms as extensions of
the classroom. Klitchens are typlically surrounded by glass
windows, so that the activities are open to observation
throughout <the day. Chlildren are frequentiy invited to
participate In the cooking process. {Insert photo 8 here).
Bathrooms, seen as Iimportant centers of soclal exchange,
are decorated with mobiles, paintings and colorful
arrangements of towels and toothbrushes (lnsert photo ¢
here.) Mirrored-tile arrangements encourage children to
perform antics to the amusement of thelr peers, puzzie over
the cognitive task presented by a missing piece, or simply

contemplate thelr growing bodies.

15
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Conclusion. As we learn of early chilidhood priorities
and practices 1In other cultures, we are encouraged to
reflect on the values expressed In our own programs for
young chlidren (Shigaki, 1983; Tobin, Wu, & Davidson,
1989). As noted previously, many features of Regglo Emilla
program refiect Itallan cultural values, and as such, may
be inappropriate for chiid care settings outside of italy.
However, as a resuit of this Increased famitliarity with
another culture, we also have an opportunity - and indeed,
an obllgation -~ to consider whether or not some practices
might not be equaliy weilil-sulited to our own needs.

Some aspects of the Regglio Emiiia home-school
relationship are necessitated by a cuitural belief In the
predominance of the maternal roie rzgarding the care of the
young chlld; parent/teacher relationships are reminiscent
of roles more typicalily played by the ltalian extended
family (New, 1988). Yet there are ample theoretical
grounds to support the deveiopment of cooperative home/
schoo! relations in the U.S. (Powell, 1989), particularly
In the early years (Honig, 1975). Whlile U.S. teachers and
caregivers frequently bemoan the difficulties Inherent in
establishing such relations (Kontos & Welils, 1986), teachers
In Regglo Emilla not only emphasize the vaiue of multiple

pointe of view and reclprocal particlipation, but they
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describe the process of malntalning a dlalogue between
parents and teachers as one ‘which Is and should be
compllcated." (Center for Educatlonal Research, 1989,p.11).
The emphases on the arts and aesthetlc sensibllitles
reflect an appreclation of detall and sensltlivity to design
that Is consistent with the Itallan cultural tradlitlon of
creatlve endeavors. Yet the contribution of the arts,
wlithin a parsonally meanlingful and intellectually
stimulating environment, to developmentally appropriate
early childhood curriculum Is well acknowledged by U.S.
educators (Bredekamp, 1987; Hoffman & Lamme, 1989).
The slignlflcance of the environment as a provisor of
opportunities for soclal exchanges corresponds to the
Importance attributed to group particlpation In ltallan

dlscourse, Inciudlng the cultural routlne of dlscusslone

(Corsaro, 1288). Yet attentlon to a classroom’s soclal
climate Is surely critlcal In the U.S. as weil, If school
Is to be a place where chlldren and adults can truly become
engaged wlth each other and their work (Bruner, 19856;
Stavin, 1987; Katz & Chard, 1989).

The resulting Impression conveyed by the Regglo Emllla
early chlldhood program Is one of carling, consensus, and

continuity. We would do well to emulate such features.

17
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